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AN APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR SCHEDULING 
LIVE ADVICE COMMUNICATION WITH A 
SELECTED SERVICE PROVIDER 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 
[0001] The invention relates generally to the field of live advice conununication. 

More particularly, the invention relates to a method and apparatus for scheduling live advice 
communication with a selected service provider. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] Consumers interested in acquiring services must first identify a service 

provider who is capable of providing the required services. At present, this usually means 
perusing a telephone directory, which can become frustrating and time-consuming if the 
service providers telephoned are not immediately available. In addition, a simple telephone 
call does not enable the service provider to charge a fee according to the time spent with 
his/her customers. 

[0003] Systems now exist that enable providers of services to charge fees for the 

time spent dehvering the service. 1-900 phone numbers will charge the seeker of services 
according to the time spent receiving the service and will transfer this payment, or a portion 
of it, to the provider. Each 1-900 number, however, has a very narrow scope - "Hear your 
Horoscope," for instance. If a seeker would like to hear an entirely different service - 
"Your Local Weather," for instance - he/she would have to dial a completely different 1- 
900 number. Similarly, each 1-900 number is quite rigid in the price, quality, and specificity 
of its service. 

[0004] However, current systems (service provider systems) now exist that enable 

seekers to locate service providers according to a wide range of price, quality and specificity 
of service (U.S. Application No. 09/414,710 and U.S. Application No. 09/702,217). Such 
systems also make it possible for the service provider and buyer to be connected and 
communicate in real time. Such systems, provide service seekers the capability to select 
service providers via the Internet, assuming the service seeker owns or has access to the 
necessary computer hardware to browse the internet. In addition, a service seeker can be 
matched to a wide array of service providers with specific skills using only a simple audio- 
transmission medium such as the telephone. 

[0005] The systems described above, such as for example, the service provider 

systems, are designed to generate capital for both the owners of the systems, as well as the 
service providers, which provider their services via the systems. As such, the more requests 
and live conversations the service provider engages in, the more money the service providers 
will generate. Accordingly, the more money generated by the service providers, the more 
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money that wUl be generated for the service provider system. As such, the system described 
above not only aspire to attract as many customers as possible, but where possible, to have 
as many repeat customers as possible. 

[0006] Accordingly, as systems such as the service provider system described above 

begin to generate additional repeat business, certain ones of the various service providers 
available from such systems may become popular. As such, users of the systems will 
eventually determine certain service providers, which are the favorites. As a result, certain 
service providers of the system will have increased popvilarity as compared to other service 
providers available from the system. Therefore, the availability of these popular service 
providers may be quite diminished due to their increased demand. In addition, such service 
providers cannot always be available. Their windows of availability may be smaU when 
compared to those of the users that are requesting their services. In addition, due to either 
illness, unforeseen circumstances or the like, the service providers may be unavailable during 
their indicated times of availability. 

[0007] Consequently, the service provider systems, as described above, can generate 

a benefit from some sort of mechanism for enabling users to schedule receipt of service 
from such service providers. Such a scheduling system would enable more efficient 
allocation of the service provider's times, as well as provide improved efficiency to users in 
accessing their desired service providers. In addition, a service provider could gauge interest 
with reference to the service provider based on the amount of scheduling requests received. 
Therefore, there remains a need to overcome one or more of the Hmitations in the above- 
described existing. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0008] The present provides a method and apparatus for scheduling live advice 

communication with a selected service provider. The method includes receiving, from a 
service seeker (seeker), an appointment request for a live advice communication with a 
selected service provider (speaker) during a specified appointment time. Once the request is 
received, the appointment request is provided to the selected service provider. The selected 
service provider then has the option of either accepting or rejecting the appointment request. 
As a result, once the appointment request is accepted, the service provider system schedules 
a live advice communication appointment between the service seeker and the selected service 
provider. Once scheduled, the service provider system will connect the service seeker and 
the selected service provider for a live advice conmiunication at the scheduled appointment 
time. 

[0009] Accordingly, service seekers that desire to receive live advice 

communications from more popular service providers can now schedule an appointment 
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time with the desired service provider, which provides service seekers additional flexibility. 
In addition, the service providers naay gauge interests in the live advice, which the service 
provider engages in by determining a number of appointment requests received. Moreover, 
the service provider is provided with additional flexibility to select or decline the 
appointments in which to engage. 

[00010] Advantages of the invention include a service provider system, which enables 
customers to select an appointment time for engaging in a live advice communication with 
the selected service provider. This provides customers with the flexibility to schedule times 
that are mutually beneficial to both the service seeker and the selected service provider. As a 
result, in situations where a service provider is extremely popular, a service seeker can 
ensure that they will engage in a live advice communication with the service provider by 
scheduling an appointment in order to engage in a live advice communication with the 
selected service provider at a selected appointment time. 

[00011] However, if the service provider is unavailable at the scheduled appointment 
time, the service provider system will connect the service seeker with a highest ranking 
service provider within a relevant field of service and connect the selected service provider 
with the selected service seeker for a live advice communication. Once the communication is 
complete, the service provider system will compensate the service seeker with a gift from the 
initially selected service provider. Furthermore, the appointment scheduling system 
described provides service providers with the flexibility to gauge interest in the services they 
provide. In addition, service providers are given the flexibility to select or decline the 
appointment which they desire to engage. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[00012] The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and not by way of 
limitation, in the figures of the accompanying drawings and in which: 
[00013] FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram illustrating a system in which a service 
provider system enabling online service provider appointment scheduling, in accordance 
with one embodiment of the present invention, may be implemented. 
[00014] FIGS. 2 A and 2B depict block diagrams further illustrating the service 
provider system as depicted in FIG. 1, 

[00015] FIG. 3 depicts a category listing page enabling online requests of 
appointment with a selected service provider in accordance with one embodiment of the 

present invention. 

[00016] FIG. 4 depicts an available speaker expanded listing screen in accordance 
with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00017] FIG. 5 depicts an unavailable speaker expanded Msting screen in accordance 
with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00018] FIG. 6 depicts an appointment e-mail option screen in accordance with a 
further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00019] FIGS. 7A and 7B depict web page screens for selecting an appointment time 
with a selected service provider in response to an appointment request in accordance with 
one embodiment of the present invention. 

[00020] FIG. 7B depicts a screen for joining a service provider system, such as 
depicted in FIGS. 1, 2 A and 2B, in accordance with a further embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[00021] FIG. 8 depicts an appointment time selection screen when a service provider 
is unavailable at a previously selected appointment time in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention, 

[00022] FIGS. 9A and 9B depict service seeker telephone number verification 
screens for verifying a service seeker telephone number in response to receipt of an 
appointment request for a selected service provider in accordance with a further embodiment 
of the present invention. 

[00023] FIGS. lOA-lOD depict appointment deposit request screens and payment 
screens in response to an appointment request for a selected service provider in accordance 
with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00024] FIGS. 11 A and IIB depict appointment request review screens and 
confirmation screens in response to an appointment request for a selected service provider in 
accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
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[00025] FIG. 12 depicts a service seeker appointment screen listing pending and 
accepted appointments requested by a service seeker in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[00026] FIGS. 13A and 13B depict a service provider management screen utilized by 
a service provider to either begin accepting appointments or to provide a brief summary of 
pending, as well as next appointments, in accordance with a further embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[00027] FIGS. 14A and 14B depict an appointment option activation screen and 
service provider schedule screen in accordance with a further embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[00028] FIG. 15 depicts an e-mail appointment invite screen utilized by a service 

provider in order to invite service seekers to request appointments with the service provider 

in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

[00029] FIGS. 16A and 16B depict service provider appointment screens, including 

accepted and pending appointment requests, as well as appointment requests made by the 

service provider to other service providers available from the service provider system in 

accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

[00030] FIG. 17 depicts an e-mail appointment request screen in accordance with a 

further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00031] FIGS. 18A-18C depict service provider appointment acceptance screens in 
accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
[00032] FIG. 19 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for scheduling 
appointments with a selected service provider available from a service provider system in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

[00033] HG. 20 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for receiving an 
appointment request in accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 
[00034] FIG. 21 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for providing 
appointment requests to a service provider in accordance with a further embodiment of the 
present invention, 

[00035] HG. 22 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for providing 
an appointment request to a selected service provider in accordance with a further 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[00036] FIG. 23 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for scheduling 
a live advice conmiunication in response to an accepted appointment request in accordance 
with a further embodiment of the present invention. 
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[00037] FIG. 24 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for connecting 
a selected service provider with a service seeker in response to an appointment request and 

in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
[00038] FIG. 25 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for linking a 
selected service provider and a service seeker in response to an appointment request and in 
accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00039] FIG. 26 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for connecting a service 
provider with a system-selected alternate service provider when a selected service provider 
declines a previously-accepted appointment request, in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[00040] FIG. 27 depicts a method for accessing a service provider system in order to 
provide an appointment request with a selected service provider and engage in an advice 
communication with the selected service provider during a selected appointment time, in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

[00041] HG. 28 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for requesting 
an appointment with a selected service provider in accordance with a further embodiment of 
the present invention. 

[00042] FIG, 29 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for requesting 
an appointment with a selected service provider in accordance with a further embodiment of 
the present invention. 

[00043] FIG. 30 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for connecting 
a selected service provider with a service seeker in accordance with a further embodiment of 
the present invention. 

[00044] FIG. 3 1 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for connecting 
a service seeker with a selected service provider in response to an appointment request and 
in accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention, 
[00045] FIG, 32 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for accessing a service 
provider system in order to review appointment requests and when an appointment request 
is accepted, engaging in a live advice communication with a requesting service seeker at a 
selected appointment time in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 
[00046] FIG. 33 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for receiving an 
appointment request in accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 
[00047] FIG. 34 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for connecting 
with a requesting service seeker in accordance with a further embodiment of the present 
invention. 
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[00048] FIG. 35 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for connecting 
with a requesting service seeker in accordance with a further embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[00049] FIG. 36 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for connecting 
with a requesting service seeker in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present 
invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
[00050] A method and apparatus for scheduling live advice conimunication with a 
selected service provider are described. The method includes the receipt, from a service 
seeker, of an appointment request for a live advice communication with a selected service 
provider during a specified appointment time. Once the request is received, the appointment 
request is provided to the selected service provider. The appointment request may be 
provided either via electronic mail or via an alert provided via a display screen, which is 
browsed by the service provider. As such, once received by the service provider, the service 
provider has the option to either accept or decline the appointment request Consequently, 
once the appointment request is accepted, the service provider system schedules a live advice 
communications appointment between the service seeker and the selected service provider. 
Finally, the service provider system will connect the selected service provider with the service 
seeker to engage in a live advice communication at the scheduled appointment time. 
[00051] In the following description, for the purposes of explanation, numerous 
specific details are set forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present 
invention. It will be apparent, however, to one skilled in the art that the present invention 
may be practiced without some of these specific details. In addition, the following 
description provides examples, and the accompanying drawings show various examples for 
the purposes of illustration. However, these examples should not be construed in a hmiting 
sense as they are merely intended to provide examples of the present invention rather than to 
provide an exhaustive list of all possible implementations of the present invention. In other 
instances, well-known structures and devices are shown in block diagram form in order to 
avoid obscuring the details of the present invention. 

[00052] Portions of the following detailed description may be presented in terms of 
algoritiims and symbolic representations of operations on data bits. These algorithmic 
descriptions and representations are used by those skilled in the data processing arts to 
convey the substance of their work to others skilled in the art. An algorithm, as described 
herein, refers to a self-consistent sequence of acts leading to a desired result. The acts are 
those requiring physical manipulations of physical quantities. These quantities may take the 
form of electrical or magnetic signals capable of being stored, transferred, combined, 
compared, and otherwise manipulated. Moreover, principally for reasons of common usage, 
tiiese signals are referred to as bits, values, elements, symbols, characters, terms, numbers, or 
the like. 

[00053] However, these and similar terms are to be associated with the appropriate 
physical quantities and are merely convenient labels applied to these quantities. Unless 
specifically stated otherwise, it is appreciated that discussions utilizing terms such as 
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"processing" or "computing" or "calculating" or "determining" or displaying" or the 
like, refer to the action and processes of a computer system, or similar electronic computing 
device, that manipulates and transforms data represented as physical (electronic) quantities 
within the computer system's devices into other data similarly represented as physical 
quantities within the computer system devices such as memories, registers or other such 
information storage, transmission, display devices, or the like. 

[00054] The algorithms and displays presented herein are not inherently related to 
any particular computer or other apparatus. Various general purpose systems may be used 
with programs in accordance with the teachings herein, or it may prove convenient to 
construct more specialized apparatus to perform the required method. For example, any of 
the methods according to the present invention can be implemented in hard-wired circuitry, 
by programming a general-purpose processor, or by any combination of hardware and 
software. 

[00055] One of skill in the art will immediately appreciate that the invention can be 
practiced with computer system configurations other than those described below, including 
hand-held devices, multiprocessor systems, microprocessor-based or programmable 
consumer electronics, digital signal processing (DSP) devices, network PCs, minicomputers, 
mainframe computers, and the hke. The invention can also be practiced in distributed 
computing environments where tasks are performed by remote processing devices that are 
linked through a communications network. The required structure for a variety of these 
systems will appear from the description below. 

[00056] It is to be understood that various terms and techniques are used by those 
knowledgeable in the art to describe communications, protocols, applications, 
implementations, mechanisms, etc. One such technique is the description of an 
implementation of a technique in terms of an algorithm or mathematical expression. That is, 
while the technique may be, for example, implemented as executing code on a computer, the 
expression of that technique may be more aptly and succincdy conveyed and communicated 
as a formula, algorithm, or mathematical expression. 

[00057] Thus, one skilled in the art would recognize a block denoting A+B=C as an 
additive function whose implementation in hardware and/or software would take two inputs 
(A and B) and produce a summation output (C). Thus, the use of formula, algorithm, or 
mathematical expression as descriptions is to be understood as having a physical 
embodiment in at least hardware and/or software (such as a computer system in which the 
techniques of the present invention may be practiced as well as implemented as an 
embodiment). 
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[00058] In an embodiment, the methods of the present invention are embodied in 
machine-executable instructions. The instructions can be used to cause a general-purpose 
or special-purpose processor that is programmed with the instructions to perform the steps 
of the present invention. Alternatively, the steps of the present invention might be performed 
by specific hardware components that contain hardwired logic for performing the steps, or 
by any combination of programmed computer components and custom hardware 
components. 

[00059] In one embodiment, the present invention may be provided as a computer 
program product which may include a machine or computer-readable medium having stored 
thereon instructions which may be used to program a computer (or other electronic devices) 
to perform a process according to the present invention. The computer-readable medium 
may include, but is not limited to, floppy diskettes, optical disks. Compact Disc, Read-Only 
Memory (CD-ROMs), and magneto-optical disks, Read-Only Memory (ROMs), Random 
Access Memory (RAMs), Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory (EPROMs), 
Electrically Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory (EEPROMs), magnetic or optical 
cards, flash memory, or the like. 

[00060] Accordingly, the computer-readable medium includes any type of 
media/machine-readable medium suitable for storing electronic instructions. Moreover, the 
present invention may also be downloaded as a computer program product. As such, the 
program may be transferred from a remote computer (e.g., a server) to a requesting 
computer (e.g., a cUent). The transfer of the program may be by way of data signals 
embodied in a carrier wave or other propagation medium via a communication link (e.g., a 
modem, network connection or the like). 
System Architecture 

[00061] FIG. 1 depicts one embodiment of a service provider system architecture 100 
in which the systems and methods of the present invention may be incorporated. The 
service provider system 100 includes one or more service seeker computers 120 (120-1, . . 
120-N) connected through a network 400 (such as an Intranet, an Extranet, a LAN or a 
WAN such as the Intemet) to a host computer or web server ("service provider server 
computer") 300. One or more service provider computers 204 are also connected to the 
service provider server computer 300 via the network 400. Persons skilled in the art will 
recognize that the service provider server computer 300 may include one or more computers 
working together to provide the server computer functions described herein. 
[00062] The system 100 also includes one or more service providers (speakers) 200 
(200-A, . . ., 200-N) each having a communications device 202 (202-1, . , 202-N) that is 
connected to a communications network 110. Accordingly, one or more service seekers 
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(seeker) 102 (102-1, . . 102-N) access the service provider system via either 
communications devices 104 (104-A, . . „ 104-N) that are connected to the communications 
network 1 10 or service seeker computers 120, In accordance with the teachings of the 
present invention, a seeker 102 can send a request 106 (106- A, . . 106-N) via the 
communications device 104 or service seeker computer 120, which is received by the service 
provider server computer 300. 

[00063] As described in further detail below, the service provider server computer 
300 can then automatically connect the seeker 104 to a selected speaker 200 for a live 
conversation either via the communication devices 104 and 202 or the computers 120 and 
204. Accordingly, when the request 106 is provided via a communication device 104, the 
request 106 may be in the form of either a voice command or keypad entry. As described in 
further detail below, the service provider server computer 300 can then connect the service 
seeker 102 to a selected service provider 200 for a live conversation via the communications 
interface 308. 

[00064] The communications network 1 10 generally refers to any type of wire or 
wireless link enabling the temsmission of voice data such as, but not limited to, a public 
switched telephone network, a wireless communications network, a local area network, a 
wide area network or a combination of networks. The conmiunications devices 104 and 200 
generally refer to any type of device capable of receiving speech or keypad entry from a user 
and providing the speech/keypad entry to a destination via a communications network, such 
as the communications network 1 10. In an embodiment of the present invention, the 
communications network 110 is a public switched telephone network and the 
communications device 104 and 200 are telephones. 

[00065] However, in contrast to service provider systems described in U.S. Patent 
Application No. 09/414,710 and U.S. Patent Application No. 09/702,217, service provider 
system 100, as depicted in FIG. 1, includes an appointments database 360. The 
appointments database contains a record for each scheduled appointment between a service 
seeker and a selected service provider as well as all pending appointment requests for a live 
advice communication between a seeker 102 and a speaker 200. As will be described in 
further detail below, the advice communication may be in the form of a live advice 
conversation as described above, a recorded advice communication, as well as a written 
advice communication via, for example, electronic mail. In addition, the terms "seeker" and 
"service seeker", as all as the terms "speaker" and "service provider" are used 
interchangeably, as described herein. 

[00066] Accordingly, as each appointment request and subsequent advice 
communication occurs between service seekers and service providers, a record is generated 



11 



Ref. No. 4704P021 Express Mail No.: EL651893683US 

in the appointments database 360 in order to enable appointment generation procedures, as 
will be described in further detail below, to provide service seeker with the ability to schedule 
advice communications with the selected service providers at a designated time. In addition, 
the service providers may gauge interests in the live advice, which the service provider 
engages in, by determining a number of appointment requests received. Moreover, the 
service provider is provided with additional flexibility to select or decline the appointments 
in which to engage. 

[00067] Using the various procedures provided, the service providers can provide 
incentives to service seekers in order to induce the service seekers to engage in additional 
receipt of advice communication, thereby generating additional compensation to the service 
providers, as well as providing additional compensation to the service provider system 100. 
In addition, the appointment generation procedures provide further functionality when the 
service provider is unavailable at the scheduled appointment time. When imavailable, the 
service provider system will select a highest ranking, alternate service provider within a 
relevant field of service and connect the alternate service provider with the service seeker for 
a live advice communication. Once the communication is complete, the service provider 
system will compensate the service seeker with a gift from the initially selected service 
provider, as will be described in further detail below. 

[00068] Referring now to FIG, 2A, FIG. 2A further illustrates the service provider 
system 100, including the service provider server computer 300, as well as the service 
provider communication devices 202 and the service seeker communication devices 104 
coupled to the communications interface 308. The service provider server computer 300 
includes a central processing unit (CPU) 302, a user interface 304, a network interface 306, 
a communications interface 308, a service provider database (DB) 310, an appointments DB 
350 and a memory 312. The service provider server computer 300 can be any type of 
computing device, such as, but not limited to, desktop computers, work stations, lap tops 
and/or mainframe computers. 

[00069] The communications interface 308 is used to communicate with seekers 102 
and speakers 200, as well as other system resources not shown. In one embodiment, the 
communications interface 308 receives an audio request 106 provided by seeker 102 
through a communications device 104, which is provided over the communications network 
110. The communications interface 308 provides digitized voice requests to the audio portal 
server computer 300 for interactive voice recognition (IVR), including voice processing, 
speech recognition and text-to-speech processing. In addition, communications interface 
308 provides digitized keypad responses to the service computer for decoding of dual tone 
multi-frequency (DTMF) signals. 
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[00070] The network interface 306 is used to connect a seeker computer 120 to a 
selected service provider computer 202 for real-time communication, such as voice over 
Internet Protocol (IP), video over-IP, or the like. The memory 312 of the service provider 
server computer 300 may be implemented as RAM (random access memory), SRAM 
(synchronous RAM), SDRAM (synchronous data RAM) or a combination of RAM and 
non-volatile memory, such as one or more memory modules, storage volumes, or magnetic 
disk storage units. The memory can contain any of the following: 

• an operating system 3 14; 

• internet access procedures 3 16; 

• web server procedures 318; 

• web creation procedures 320; 

• communications interface procedures 322 for receiving an audio request 
(voice/keypad entry) 106 from the user 102 via the communications interface 308 
and utilizing either integrated voice recognition (IVR) for voice requests or dual tone 
multi-frequency (DTMF) decoding for keypad entry request to provide the user with 
a selected service provider and connect the service seeker 102 with the selected 
service provider 200 for a live conversation; 

• audio service provider selection procedures 324 for providing the service seeker 102 
with keypad entry options for direct service provider connection by entering a 
service provider extension or browsing fields of service from an auditory list of 
fields of service providers provided by the system 100, including corresponding 
keypad entry codes, auditory lists of service providers matching a field of service 
selected by the user 102, as well as receiving various descriptors for narrowing the 
search of service providers, including acceptable price ranges, acceptable quality 
ratings, specific languages, as well as a service provider ID of a specific service 
provider when known by tiie service seeker 102; 

• online service provider selection procedures 324 for providing the service seeker 102 
with an online interface for providing listing of fields of service available fi-om the 
audio portal system 100, as well as receiving various descriptors for narrowing the 
search of service providers, including acceptable price ranges, acceptable quality 
ratings, specific languages, as well as a service provider ID of a specific service 
provider when known by the service seeker 102; 

• network interface procedures 326 for directing the network interface 306 to connect 
a user computer 120 to a selected service provider computer 202 for real-time 
communication, such as voice over Internet Protocol (IP), video over-IP, or the like, 
once a service provider is selected; 
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• billing procedures 330 for billing the service seeker 102 following an advice 
communication exchange with the service provider 200, as well as compensating the 
service provider 200 for the advice communication exchange and collecting a 
premium fee for the service provider system 100; 

• provider interface procedures 332 for providing an on-Hne interface, as well as an 
audio interface (e.g., via telephone), to service providers 200 requesting inclusion in 
the service provider database 310 in order to provide live services via the audio portal 
system 100 to perspective seekers 102 and allowing service providers 200 to update 
information in the service provider database 310, including times of availability; 

• appointment generation procedures 334 for providing service seekers with the option 
to request an appointment with a selected service provider that is either unavailable or 
available at a time which is unfavorable to the service seeker, such that once the 
service seeker provides an appointment request to the service provider system and 
the appointment request is accepted by the selected service provider, the 
communications interface 308 connects the service provider with the service seeker 
for a live advice communication at a selected appointment time; 

• appointment scheduUng procedures 336 for providing received appointment requests 
to selected service providers via, for example, appointment Hsting alerts, such that 
once the appointment is accepted by the selected service provider, the system 100 
will schedule an appointment within the appointments database and contact both the 
service seeker and the selected service provider at the specified appointment time via 
communication medium that are linked via communication interface 308 once the 
seeker 104 and speaker 200 accept the communications request; 

• appointment listing procedures 338 for providing both service seekers and service 
providers with listings of both pending, as well as accepted, appointments with 
various service seekers and service providers; 

• appointment e-mail procedures 340 for enabling service seekers to request 
appointments via e-mail, as well as allowing service providers to provide service 
seekers with the option to select and request appointments via e-mail; 

• appointment incentive procedures 342, which are utilized by the appointment e-mail 
procedures to provide service seekers with incentives for enticing the service seekers 
to request appointments with respective selected service providers, and when an 
appointment is selected, once the Hve advice conversation therebetween is completed, 
compensating the service seeker with the incentive indicated by the service provider; 

• appointment request procedures 344 for providing service seekers with an online 
interface for requesting appointments for selected service providers when either 
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desired by the service seeker or when the selected service provider is unavailable at a 
time of the service seeker's live advice request and for providing appointment 
requests to selected service seekers for display via appointment display screens; 

• appointment acceptance procedures 346 utilized by appointment scheduling 
procedures 336 for receiving acceptance or rejection of appointment requests made 
to various selected service providers, which are displayed as alerts via an 
appointments display screen; 

• service provider schedule procedures 348 for providing service providers with the 
ability to schedule times available for Uve advice communications, as well as with the 
option to enable appointaient requests, such that service providers of the service 
provider system 100 may select the option to accept appointment requests via either 
service provider listing screens, service provider management screens or the like or 
limit appointment requests to e-mail or decline appointment request all together; 

• service provider alert procedures 350 for alerting service providers of appointment 
requests made by service seekers, as well as e-mail requests for contact provided by 
service seekers when the service provider has opted to disable receipt of appointment 
requests; 

• appointment database procedures 352 for generating transaction records for each 
appointment request and acceptance received and provided via respective service 
seekers and service providers, as well as querying the database for various pending 
and accepted appointments for display via the appointment listing procedures 338; 
and 

• other procedures and files. 

[00071] FIG. 2B illustrates the service seeker computer 120, which includes a CPU 
122, a user interface 124, a memory 128 and a communications interface 126. The 
communications interface 126 is used to communicate with the service provider server 
computer 300, as well as other system resources not shown. Additionally, the service seeker 
computer may include a microphone as well as a digital video camera, utilized by voice/video 
procedures 136, for enabling voice over-IP or video over-IP communication between a user 
102 and a selected service provider 200. 

[00072] The memory 128 of the service seeker computer 120 may be implemented as 
RAM (random access memory) or a combination of RAM, SRAM (synchronous RAM), 
SDRAM (synchronous data RAM) and non-volatile memory, such as one or more memory 
modules, storage volumes, or one or more magnetic disk storage units. The memory 128 
can contain the following: 
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• an operating system 130; 

• internet access procedures 132; 

• web browser procedures 134 for accessing online applications, such as service 
provider computer 300; 

• voice/video communication procedures 136 for enabling voice over-IP or video over- 
IP communication between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200; and 

• other procedures and files. 

[00073] FIG. 2B also illustrates the service provider computer 202, which includes a 
CPU 204, a user interface 206, a memory 210 and a conomunications interface 208. The 
communications interface 208 is used to communicate with the voice portal server computer 
300, as well as other system resources not shown. Additionally, the service provider may 
include a microphone as weU as a digital video camera, utilized by voice/video 
communication procedures 220, for enabhng voice over-IP or video over-IP communication 
between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200. 

[00074] The memory 210 of the service provider computer 202 may be implemented 
as RAM (random access memory) or a combination of RAM and non-volatile memory, 
such as SRAM (synchronous RAM), SDRAM (synchronous data RAM) and one or more 
magnetic disk storage units. The memory 210 can contain the following: 

• an operating system 212; 

• internet access procedures 214; 

• web browser procedures 216 for accessing online applications, such as service 
provider computer 300; 

• voice/video communication procedures 216 for enabling voice over-IP or video over- 
IP communication between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200; and 

• as well as other procedures and files. 

[00075] The embodiments depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B include a service provider 
database 310 containing information about a wide array of service providers 200. In order 
to present themselves to their potential clients (service seekers), service providers 200 list 
themselves in this database 310. In one embodiment, this is done through the use of an 
Internet web site, via web pages (not shown) provided by the service provider interface 
procedures 332. The service provider 200 registers his/her name and phone number using 
the web page, along with a description of the service that he/she offers. The description 
includes key words describing the field of service. The description also includes a price for 
rendering the service, most commonly, but not restricted to a per-minute price. 
[00076] The service provider 200 then informs the system 100 of the times when 
he/she is available to receive calls. Switching service provider 200 availability status can be 
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done online or through a communications device, such as a telephone. Once the database 
310 contains the phone numbers of service providers, descriptions of their services, their 
prices, and their real-time availabiUty statuses, the audio portal system 100 can provide 
services to users 102 desiring corresponding services. 

[00077] In one embodiment a telephone is used as part of the deUvery mechanism or 
communications device 104 and 202 of the system 100, A seeker 102 seeking services 
(service seekers) dials a central telephone number and then listens to a series of options, 
including entry of verification information, such as a personal information number (PIN) 
code. The seeker can select keypad request or voice request to indicate the type of service 
he would like to receive by speaking the name of a profession, such as "psychiatrist," 
which is processed by the system's audio interface 308 using audio interface procedures 
322. 

[00078] In an alternate embodiment, the service seeker 102 can listen to a series of 
professions and press the numerical keypad to select one by selecting a field of service 
browse option. Accordingly, the system accepts keypad or voice response from a service 
seeker 102 and continues until the desired field of service is selected In addition, when 
known, the service seeker 102 can select a direct connection and provide a service provider 
ID (telephone extension) of a desired service provider for immediate connection with the 
selected service provider (as described above). 

[00079] Once the user 102 has indicated a field of service using the service provider 

selection procedures 324/326, the system 100 searches its database 310 for service 
providers in that field. The service provider selection procedures 324/326 allow the user 
102 to further narrow the search for a service provider 200 by speaking - or pressing into 
the telephone keypad - a price, such as "50 cents per minute." The server computer 300 
will then narrow the search in the database 310 for service providers 200 that match the price 
range. 

[00080] The service seeker 102 can further narrow the search for a service provider 
200 by speaking - or pressing into the telephone keypad - a quality rating, such as "three 
stars or higher." The server computer 300 will then narrow the search in the database 340 
for service providers 200 which match the quality rating range. Finally, the user 102 can 
further narrow the search for a service provider by speaking - or pressing into the telephone 
keypad - the name of a language, such as "Spanish." The server computer 300 will then 
narrow the search in the database 310 for service providers 200 who can speak this 
language. 

[00081] Once converted, the service provider selection procedures 324 will query the 
service provider database 310 using the seeker selection in order to provide either service 
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providers within a field of service selected by the user or corresponding service provider 
selected by the user. Accordingly, in certain embodiments, prior seekers may enter a service 
provider code number for immediate connection to the service provider. Accordingly, the 
seeker can avoid delays provided via interface prompts required by new seekers in order to 
familiarize users with the fields of service available from the audio portal system 100. In 
one embodiment, if the service provider is not available, the seeker is given the option to 
connect with the highest rated service provider within the corresponding category. As such, 
the service provider selection procedures 324/326 include both IVR software, as well as 
DTMF decoding software, depending on whether the user's responses are provided as voice 
responses or keypad entry. 

[00082] Once a service provider 200 with the desired characteristics has been chosen, 
the service provider system 100 will automatically connect the service seeker 102 with the 
selected service provider 200, assuming the service provider is available. Once both the 
service seeker 102 and provider 200 are on the phone line 110, the system 100 conferences 
the two phone calls together, enabling services to be rendered in a live conversation. The 
system keeps track of the time spent on the phone call using the conversation monitoring 
procedures 340, The service seeker 102 is then billed accordingly, and the funds are 
transferred to the provider 200 using the billing procedures 328, In addition, a transaction 
record is generated within the transaction by using the transaction DB procedures 348. 
[00083] Referring now to FIG. 3, FIG. 3 depicts a category Hsting page 500, which is 
utilized by service seekers in order to select service providers within a category desired by 
the service seeker in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. As 
described above, a service seeker views the screen 500 via an online interface of the service 
provider system 100, as depicted in FIGS. 1-2B. As indicated, the service seeker has 
selected the category "water sports" within "Sports and Recreation" and has received a 
listing of four service seekers. 

[00084] However, in contrast to the live advice communication connection methods 
described above, the category listings within listings page 500 include the capability to 
request an appointment with a selected service provider. For example, referring to record 
502, the service provider is "Turtle" 506, with a category of Surfboard Design 508. At the 
time that the service seeker is viewing the listing page 500, Turtle is available and can be 
contacted by clicking on the "Call Now" button 504. Accordingly, this record coincides 
with the methods for live advice communication described above. 

[00085] Conversely, referring to record 510, the service provider "Bodazafa" 514 is 
currently away, but has selected the option to request appointments, as indicated by the 
request appointments link 510. As such, a service seeker may request an appointment with 
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Bodazafa, which is received, scheduled and eventually performed utilizing the appointment 
generation procedures 334, as described above utilizing, for example, the appointment 
request procedures 344, the appointment acceptances procedures 346 and the appointment 
schedule procedures 336. 

[00086] Referring now to FIG. 4, FIG. 4 depicts an available speaker expanded 
listing page 530, which is presented to a service seeker after clicking on the Surfboard 
Design link 508. As such, the expanded listing page 530 lists the selected service provider 
Turtle 506 with a description of what Turtle can provide. As can be seen in the embodiment 
described. Turtle is currently available, so live advice communication can be immediately 
selected, such that the service seeker can be immediately connected with Turtle for a live 
advice communication via communications devices, such as for example, telephones. 
However, if the service seeker desires to request an appointment with Turtle, the service 
seeker can either click the Request Appointment link 534 or click on the Request 
Appointment button 536 based on a review of the service provider's schedule 538. 
[00087] As depicted, the service provider Turtle 506 has elected to select the online 
appointments option and therefore enable service seekers to request appointments for the 
service provider at their desired times. However, referring again to FIG. 3, record 526 
illustrates the service provider "Burkhart" 528, which has declined to select the receive 
appointments option. As a result, record 526 is limited to the Send Mail option 524. As a 
result, service seekers can send an e-mail to Burkhart indicating their desire to engage in an 
appointment or receive e-mail contact from the selected service provider to engage in an 
advice communication. 

[00088] Referring now to FIG. 5, FIG. 5 depicts an unavailable speaker expanded 
listing page 550, which is presented to the user following clicking on the "Socal Surfing" 
link 516 of the selected service provider Bodazafa 514. In contrast to FIG. 4, Bodazafa is 
currently unavailable, however, the service seeker can request an appointment with Bodazafa 
by clicking on the Request Appointment button 552 or 556 or clicking on the link 554 
following review of the service provider Bodazafa's schedule 558. Accordingly, these 
options provide service seekers with the ability to receive live advice communication at a time 
that is more suitable to their schedule. 

[00089] In one embodiment, the speaker may Umit selected appointment times to the 
speaker's scheduled times of availability 558. Alternatively, the seeker may select any 
appointment time for engaging in an advice communication with the selected speaker. 
Accordingly, by selecting the receive appointments option, the service provider can choose 
the appointments that he/she desires to engage in and can use this feature to filter out 
undesired service seekers. In addition, by providing service seekers with the ability to select 
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any desired appointment time, the speaker can gauge which appointment times are most 
popular with seekers and adjust speaker's schedule accordingly. 

[00090] Referring now to FIG. 6, FIG. 6 depicts an appointment e-mail option screen 
570 which is presented to a seeker when clicking on a call button at that external web 
site(not shown). Assuming that the service provider Burkhart 528 had selected the Request 
Appointment Receipt option, the service provider receives appointment requests, via e-mail, 
by enabling service seekers to click the checkbox 572, which indicates "check here if you 
want to request an appointment with Burkhart". In one embodiment, the speaker is also 
provided the option to request an appointment, via e-mail, in response to an e-mail screen, 
for example, as depicted in FIG. 6. This features enables the service provider to prcsent 
seekers with the option requests appointment when initiating a line advice call from an 
extemal web page for an unavailable speaker. 

[00091] Referring now to FIG. 7A, FIG. 7A depicts an appointment time selection 
page screen 600, which is presented to a service seeker in response to an appointment 
request. In one embodiment, the service seeker is limited to selecting appointment times that 
fall within the service provider's schedule. Altematively, the seeker can select any 
appointment time in which the service seeker desires to engage in a live advice 
communication with the selected service provider (as described above). In the embodiment 
depicted, and as will be illustrated by screens 7 A through IIB, the service seeker is required 
to chose a time, verify the service seeker's telephone number, place a deposit and once the 
deposit is placed, send the appointment request to the selected service provider. 
[00092] However, as illustrated in FIG. 7B, if the service seeker is a first time user, 
the service seeker is presented with the service provider system membership screen 610 for 
opening up a membership with the service provider system. Once such information is 
provided, the user may be presented a service provider unavailable at appointment time 
screen 620 {see FIG. 8), which is provided when the appointment time selected by the 
service seeker overlaps with a schedule line advice conmiunication appointment time of the 
selected speaker. In one embodiment, screen 620 is also presented to the seeker when a 
selected appointment time does not coincide with the selected service provider's 
appointment schedule. As such, the service seeker will be presented with the screen 620 
until an available time of the service provider coincides with a desircd appointment time of 
the service seeker. 

[00093] Once an appointment time is selected, the service seeker is presented with a 
service seeker telephone number request screen 630, as illustrated in FIG. 9A, assuming that 
the system does not have a current telephone number for the service seeker. Such would be 
the case for new users of the service provider system 100. Altematively, as depicted in FIG. 
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9B, a service seeker telephone number verification screen 640 is presented to the service 
seeker in order to verify that the system telephone number for the service seeker is correct. 
As such, once the telephone number of the service seeker is verified, the service seeker is 
presented v^ith an appointment deposit request screen 630, as depicted in FIG. 9A. 
[00094] As depicted in FIG, lOA, the appointment deposit request screen 650- A is 
presented to a requesting seeker when the selected service provider has elected to require a 
non-refundable deposit amount from requesting seekers. As illustrated, FIG. IDA is 
presented to requesting seekers when the seekers has payment card on file with the system, 
such as a credit card. However, when a requesting seeker does not have a payment card on 
file, the select deposit payment type screen 650-B, as depicted in FIG. IOC, is presented to 
the seeker. In one embodiment, the deposit is non-refundable unless the appointment is 
cancelled or missed by the speaker or cancelled by the seeker up to a predetennined amount 
of time prior to the selected appointment time such as, for example, 24 hours. In one 
embodiment, the predetermined time is selected by the service provider. 
[00095] Alternatively, as depicted in FIG. lOB, the system 100 generates a deposit 
amount to be added to the service seeker's account in order to ensure that the service seeker 
can engage in a live advice communication with the service provider at the selected 
appointment time. Accordingly, appointment deposit request screen 650-B (FIG. lOB) is 
presented to the requesting seeker when the seeker has a payment card on file with the 
system. Otherwise, the select deposit payment type screen 660-B is presented to the seeker. 
In one embodiment, the system will require a deposit when the seeker has less than a pre- 
determined amount in their account. Accordingly, as depicted in FIGS. IOC and lOD, the 
service seeker wiU enter in a credit card or debit card number, which is utilized by the system 
in order to provide a deposit equal to the service provider selected amount or the system 
generated deposit amount, respectively. 

[00096] Finally, referring to FIG. 1 1 A, once the deposit amount is complied with, the 
appointment request review screen 670 will illustrate the appointment request. Once 
illustrated, the user can make changes, send the request or cancel by clicking on the various 
options from the screen. Once the request is sent, the appointment confirmation screen 680, 
as depicted in FIG. IIB, is presented to the user. However, until the service provider 
accepts the appointment, the appointment confirmation screen is really a pending 
appointment. 

[00097] Referring now to FIG. 12, FIG. 12 depicts a service seeker appointment 
screen 690, which illustrates each appointment request that the service seeker has made to a 
selected service provider and will indicate a status of the request. As illustrated, the status is 
either "Accepted", "Pending" or "Cancelled" (see col. 690). This enables the service 
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seeker to keep track of their various appointment requests and to determine whether 
appointment requests have been accepted by the selected service provider. As such, the 
service seeker can expect a call from the service provider system 100 for all accepted 
appointments. The appointments screen 690 also includes any required deposit amount in 
column 694. 

[00098] Referring now to FIG. 13A, FIG. 13A depicts a service provider 
management screen 700, in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. As 
illustrated, the service provider management screen is for service provider Bodazafa. As 
such, Bodazafa may view the service provider management screen and select availability 
options 702, as well as view any pending appointments, as well as next scheduled 
appointments under the "My Appointments" portion 706. However, as illustrated in FIG. 
13B, the "My Availability" portion of the service provider management screen 700 includes 
an option to start accepting appointments 712. Such an option is presented to service 
providers that have elected to decline receipt of appointments from service seekers. 
[00099] As illustrated by FIGS. 14A and 14B, if the service provider (speaker) 
desires to start accepting appointments by cMcking on the appointments option 712 (FIG. 
13B), the service provider will be presented with the appointment option limitation screen 
720. Next, the speaker would click on the "Preferences" link 721 to display the 
appointment activation screen 722. The appointments activation screen 720 enables the 
service provider to select two options for receiving appointments. The first option enables 
the service provider to display links on the service provider's listings for customers (see 
category listing page 500 FIG, 3) to request appointments by chcking on buttons 722 as 
either a yes or no to the option. 

[000100] In addition, or alternatively, the service provider may select the "Send Keen 
Mail" option 724 to invite seekers to request appointments, for example, as depicted in FIG. 
15. In addition, the appointment activation screen 722 includes a link 726 to a service 
provider appointment screen as will be described in further detail below. Finally, the 
activation screen 722 enables the speaker to require the requesting seeker to provide a 
deposit amount, which is non-refundable assuming a live advice communication is 
completed therebetween, as described . 

[000101] Referring now to FIG. 15, FIG. 15 depicts an e-mail appointment invite 
screen 730, which is utilized by service providers to invite service seekers to request 
appointments with the service provider. This option will be used for service seekers that are 
not familiar with the appointments option and can be selected by selecting the link "Invite 
Appointments" 732. In addition, the service provider may select the "Add Free Minutes" 
option 734 in order to provider service seekers with incentives for requesting appointments. 
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Once the e-mail appointment invite screen is filled-in, the user (service provider 514) can 
send the invite to one or more service seekers. 

[000102] Referring now to FIGS. 16A and 16B, HG. 16A depicts a service seeker 
appointment screen 740, which illustrates each appointment requested or accepted by the 
service provider, as well as all pending appointments which the service provider has not 
chosen to accept or decline. In addition, as depicted in FIG. 16B, service providers may also 
become service seekers by requesting appointments with additional service providers 
available from the service provider system 100. Accordingly, the appointment screens 740 
and 750 enable service providers to gauge interest in the category information they provide 
and also enable service providers with the option to accept the appointments they desire, 
[000103] In fact, in one embodiment, a service provider could completely eliminate live 
advice availability and strictly limit contact to service seekers via appointment requests. This 
capability to accept or decline appointments is further illustrated via the 
"ACCEPT/DECLINE Appointment E-Mail" screen 760, as depicted in HG. 17. In one 
embodiment, once the seeker confirms their appointment request {see HG. UB), the service 
provider will receive an e-mail including a button 622 for accepting the appointment or 
button 624 for declining the appointment. In addition, the appointment request may be 
accepted via screens 740 and 750 (FIGS. 16A and 16B), 

[000104] Once the speaker decides to either accept or decline the appointment request, 
the speaker will be presented with either FIG. 18 A, for a service provider acceptance screen, 
or HG. 18B, the service provider declination appointment screen 780. Once the option is 
performed or selected, as depicted in FIG. 18C, the service provider has the option to 
include some notes within the Notes Appointment screen 790, based on their response to the 
appointment request. As such, the various screens described from FIG. 3 through FIG. 
18C, enable service providers with the option to receive appointment requests. These 
appointment requests may be utilized by service providers to select times which are ideal for 
the service provider. 

[000105] In addition, the service providers are able to gauge interests in the category 
information with which they are famihar as well as determining which appointment times are 
popular with seekers and adjusting their schedule accordingly. Therefore, service seekers of 
' the service provider system can receive hve advice at a time that is both beneficial to 
themselves as well as the service provider. In addition, the service seekers are provided with 
the option to ensure a live advice communication with more popular service providers. In 
doing so, the service provider system will ensure that live advice communications are 
performed, which wiU generate increased commissions for both the service provider system. 
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as well as the service providers themselves. Procedural methods for implementing the 

teachings of the present invention are now described. 

Operation 

[000106] Referring now to FIG. 19, FIG. 19 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method 
800 for requesting an appointment with a selected service provider (speaker 200) to engage 
in a live advice communication with a requesting service seeker (seeker 102) at a specified 
appointment time wittiin, for example, the service provider system 100, as depicted in FIGS. 
1 through 2B. As will be described in further detail below, the appointment request option 
can be utilized when a selected service provider is unavailable. However, in situations where 
the service provider is available, the service seeker is still afforded the option to select an 
appointment time that is desired by the service seeker when this option is elected by the 
service provider. 

[000107] Accordingly, at process block 802, an appointment request is received from a 
service seeker, including a specified appointment time. Once received, at process block 820, 
the appointment request is provided to the selected service provider. As such, once the 
appointment request is accepted by the selected service provider, at process block 850, the 
service provider system will schedule a live advice communication appointment between the 
service seeker and the selected service provider. Finally, at process block 858, the service 
provider system will connect the service seeker and the selected service provider for a live 
advice conmiunication at the specified appointment time. 

[000108] Referring now to FIG, 20, FIG. 20 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 804 for receiving the appointment request of process block 802, as 
depicted in HG. 19. At process block 806, it is determined whether a live advice 
communication request is received, utilizing, for example, the appointment request 
procedures 344. Once received, at process block 808, it is determined whether the service 
provider is available at the requested appointment time. If the service provider is unavailable 
at the selected appointment time, at process block 810, the service seeker is presented with 
an appointment request option, utilizing, for example, the appointment generation procedures 
334. Next, at process block 812, it is determined whether the service seeker has accepted the 
appointment request option. Once the appointment request option is accepted, at process 
block 814, the service provider system wiU receive an appointment request from the 
requesting service seeker. 

[000109] Referring now to FIG. 21, FIG. 21 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 822 for providing the appointment requests to the selected service 
provider of process block 820, as depicted in FIG. 19. At process block 824, it is 
determined whether the service provider is available during the specified appointment time. 
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Availability times generally include non-scheduled appointment times, but may also be 
limited to the times listed in the selected speaker's schedule. When the service provider is 
unavailable during the appointment time, the appointment request procedures 344 will 
determine one or more alternate appointment times for the service provider. Once 
determined, at process block 828, the alternate appointment times are provided to the 
requesting service seeker. Next, at process block 830, it is determined whether the 
requesting service seeker has selected an appointment time from the one or more alternate 
appointment times. Once selected, control flow retums to process block 820, as depicted in 
FIG. 19. 

[000110] Referring now to HG. 22, FIG. 22 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 832 for providing the appointment request to the selected service provider 
of process block 820, as depicted in HG. 19. At process block 834, a deposit is requested 
from the service seeker. In one embodiment, the deposit may be requested by either the 
selected service provider, or the system 100, when the seeker has less than a pre-determined 
amount in their account. Next, at process block 836, it is determined whether a deposit is 
received from the service seeker. Once received, at process block 838, it is determined 
whether a system telephone number of the service seeker is correct. Once the telephone 
number is verified, at process block 840, an appointment request confirmation is sent to the 
service seeker. As such, process block 834 through 840, in one embodiment, are performed 
by the appointment acceptance procedures 346. 

[000111] Referring now to FIG. 23, FIG. 23 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method for scheduling the Hve advice communication appointment of process 
block 850, utiUzing, for example, the appointment scheduUng procedures 336. At process 
block 854, it is determined whether an appointment acceptance is received from the selected 
service provider. Once received, at process block 856, an appointment confirmation is sent 
to the service seeker. Finally, at process block 856, an appointment confirmation is sent to 
the selected service provider. As such, once confirmations are performed using the 
appointment acceptance procedures 346, the appointment scheduling procedures will 
schedule a live advice conununication. Accordingly, when the service provider system 100 
determines that the selected appointment time has arrived, the system 100 will contact both 
the service seeker and the selected service provider for a Uve advice communication via 
communications mediums, such as for example, telephones. 

[000112] Referring now to FIG. 24, FIG. 24 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 860 for connecting the selected service provider and a requesting service 
seeker of process block 858, as depicted in FIG, 19. At process block 862, the system will 
contact the service seeker via a communications device with a communications connection 
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request, such as a recorded greeting. Next, at process block 864, it is determined whether 
the service seeker accepts the communications connection from the service provider system. 
In one embodiment, the service seeker is provided with a telephone keypad option for 
accepting/rejecting the conmiunications connection request. 

[000113] Once accepted, at process block 866, the system will contact the selected 
service provider via a communications device, such as for example, communications 
interface 308. Next, at process block 868, it is determined whether the selected service 
provider accepts the communications connection. Assuming the communications 
connection is accepted, at process block 870, the service provider system will link the 
communications devices of the service seeker and the service provider for a live advice 
communication therebetween. Otherwise, control flow branches to process block 874, as 
depicted in FIG. 25. In one embodiment, dual tone multi-frequency (DTMF) signals are 
decoded to determine seeker/speaker 102/200 responses. Once affirmative responses are 
received, the communications interface 308 links the conmiunication devices 104/202. 
[000114] Referring now to FIG. 25, FIG. 25 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 872 for linking the selected service seeker and service provider of process 
block 868, as depicted in FIG. 24. At process block 874, the service provider system will 
contact an altemate system selected service provider within a field of service of the selected 
service provider. Next, at process block 876, process block 874 is repeated until an altemate 
service provider accepts a communications connection from the service provider system. 
Once accepted, at process block 878, the service provider system will link the 
communications devices of the service seeker and the altemate service provider for a live 
advice communication therebetween. In one embodiment, when the service provider declines 
an appointment request and invokes method 872, the system will compensate the service 
seeker with a gift, which is deducted from the selected service provider. 
[000115] Referring now to FIG. 26, FIG. 26 depicts a flowchart for an additional 
method 880 for linking a service seeker with a selected service provider when the service 
provider is engaged in an advise conmiunication with a current service seeker, at the 
requested appointment time. At process block 882, it is determined whetiier a 
communications request is received. Once the communications request is received, at 
process block 884, it is determined whether the service provider is engaged in a Uve advice 
communication during receipt of the conmiunications request. When such is the case, at 
process block 885 it is determined whether the requesting service seeker accepts a 
communications connection from the system 100 at the selected appointment time. If the 
service seeker declines the communication connection request, the system will terminate 
appointment notification with the service provider and allow the speaker to continue with 
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their advice communication. Once accepted, at process block 886, the service provider is 
notified of the scheduled advice communication appointment, 

[000116] Next, at process block 888, it is determined whether a response is received 
from the service provider 200. Once the response is received, at process block 890, it is 
determined whether the service provider 200 has accepted the appointment notification. 
When the service provider 200 fails to accept appointment notification, control flow 
branches to process block 874 of FIG. 25. Otherwise, at process block 892, the live advice 
communication with a current service seeker is terminated. Finally, at process block 894, the 
service provider system links the communications devices of the service seeker and the 
service provider for a live advice communication therebetween. 

[000117] Referring now to FIG. 27, FIG. 27 depicts a method 900 for requesting an 
appointment with a selected service provider from a service provider system and engaging in 
a live advice communication with the selected service provider during a selected appointment 
time witfiin, for example, a service provider system as depicted in FIGS. 1 through 2B. At 
process block 902, a service provider is selected from a field of service available from a 
service provider system, such as service provider system 100, as depicted in FIGS. 1 
through 2B. Once selected, at process block 904, an appointment is requested with the 
selected service provider during a selected appointment time, 

[000118] Next, at process block 934, it is determined whether the appointment is 
accepted by the selected service provider. Once the appointment is accepted by the selected 
service provider, at process block 936, a service seeker receives an appointment confirmation 
notification from the service provider system 100. Finally, at process block 938, the selected 
service provider is connected with the service seeker for a live advice communication via the 
service provider system during the selected appointment time. 
[000119] Referring now to FIG. 28, HG. 28 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method for requesting an appointment of process block 904 as depicted in HG. 
27. At process block 908, it is determined whether a deposit request is received from the 
service provider system 100. When the deposit request is received, at process block 910, the 
service seeker complies with the deposit request received from the service provider system 
by, for example, providing a credit card deposit to ensure a live advice communication with 
the selected service provider at the selected appointment time, for example, as depicted in 
FIGS. 9 A and 9B. Next, at process block 914, a telephone number of the service seeker is 
verified. 

[000120] Once verified, at process block 914, an appointment request message screen 
670 is viewed by the service seeker to enter in additional text regarding the appointment 
request for the selected service provider, for example, as depicted in FIG. 11 A. At process 
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block 916, it is determined whether the appointment request is complete. Once the 
appointment request has been completed, at process block 918, the appointment request is 
transmitted to the selected service provider by the service provider system 100. Accordingly, 
the method of process block 906 is performed in one embodiment utilizing appointment 
acceptance procedures 346, as depicted in FIG. 2A. 

[000121] Referring now to FIG. 29, HG. 29 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 920 for requesting an appointment of process block 904, as depicted in 
FIG. 27. At process block 922, a service seeker requests a live advice communication with a 
selected service provider available from the service provider system 100. Next, at process 
block 924, it is determined whether the selected service provider is unavailable at the time of 
the live advice request. When a service provider is unavailable, at process block 926, the 
service seeker receives an option for initiating an appointment request with the selected 
service provider. Otherwise, the service provider can simply engage in tiie live advice 
request with the selected service seeker at the time of the live advice request. 
[000122] Next, at process block 928, it is determined whether the service seeker has 
accepted the appointment request provided by the service provider system. Once accepted, 
at process block 930, the service seeker selects an appointment time for engaging in a live 
advice communication with the selected service provider, for example, as depicted in FIGS. 
7A through FIG. 8. Finally, at process block 932, the appointment request is provided to 
the selected service provider, for example, as depicted in FIG. UB via the appointment 
confirmation screen 680. As described above, process blocks of the method 920 in one 
embodiment may be performed using the appointment acceptance procedures 346, as well as 
appointment request procedures 344. 

[000123] Referring now to HG. 30, FIG. 30 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method for connecting the selected service provider with the service seeker of 
process block 938, as depicted in FIG. 27, At process block 942, it is determined whether a 
service seeker has received a communications request from the service provider system 100. 
Once received, at process block 944, it is determined whether the service seeker accepts the 
communication request. When the communication request is not accepted, the method 
terminates. Otherwise, at process block 946, the service seeker engages in a live advice 
communication with the selected service provider via communications mediums, which are 
linked by the service provider system, utiHzing communications interface procedures 322. 
[000124] Referring now to FIG. 31, FIG. 3 1 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 948 for connecting the selected service provider with the service seeker. 
At process block 950, it is determined whether the service seeker has received a 
communications request from the service provider system. Once received, at process block 
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952, it is determined whether the service seeker has accepted the communications request 
from the service provider system. Once requested, at process block 954, it is determined 
whether the selected service provider has declined the communications request from the 
service provider system. When the selected service provider denies or declines a 
communications request, at process block 958, the service seeker receives an option for 
engaging in a live advice communication with a systems selected alternate service provider. 
[000125] Accordingly, at process block 958, it is determined whether the service 
seeker accepts the option to engage in a live advice communication with the alternate service 
provider. When the option is selected, at process block 958, the service seeker and the 
alternate service provider engage in a live advice communication. Finally, at process block 
954, the service seeker receives a gift from the service provider system for engaging in the 
live advice communication with the alternate service provider. In one embodiment, the gift is 
deducted from the selected service provider initially desired by the service seeker. 
[000126] Referring now to FIG. 32, FIG. 32 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method 
960 for receiving an appointment request from a service provider system, and when the 
appointment request is accepted, engaging in a live advice communication with a requesting 
service seeker at a selected appointment time within a service provider system, for example, 
as depicted in FIGS. 1 through 2B. At process block 962, a selected service provider 
receives an appointment request for a live advice communication with a requesting service 
seeker. When a request is received, at process block 974, it is determined whether the 
selected service provider is available during an appointment time specified in the 
appointment request. When the service provider is available, at process block 976, the 
service provider accepts the appointment request for a live advice communication with the 
service seeker. Finally, at process block 978, the service seeker and the selected service 
provider are connected via the service provider system for a live advice communication. 
[000127] Referring now to FIG. 33, HG. 33 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 963 for receiving the appointment request at process block 962, as 
depicted in FIG. 32. At process block 964, a service provider views an appointment listing 
page of the respective service provider. In one embodiment, the appointment listing page, 
for example, as depicted in FIGS. 16A and 16B, includes a listing of each accepted 
appointment request and the selected service provider and a listing of one or more 
appointment alerts for pending appointment requests of the selected service provider. 
[000128] Accordingly, at process block 966, the service provider selects an 
appointment alert from the one or more appointment alerts listed in the service provider 
appointment screen. Next, at process block 968, it is determined whether the service 
provider is available at the appointment times specified in the appointment alert. When the 
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service provider is available, the service provider accepts the selected appointment alert and 
generates scheduling of an appointment request by the service provider system 100 at the 
specified appointment time utilizing, for example, the appointment scheduling procedures 
936. Otherwise, at process block 962, the service provider declines the selected appointment 
request. 

[000129] Referring now to FIG. 34, FIG. 34 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method for connecting the service provider with the requesting service seeker of 
process block 978, as depicted in FIG. 32. At process block 980, it is determined whether a 
communications request is received by the service provider from the service provider system 
~, 100 at the specified appointment time. The communications connection is generally 

^ : . received via communications mediums, such as for example, a telephone. Once received, at 

' ^ process block 982, it is determined whether the service provider accepts the communications 

U connection request from the service provider system. When a communications request is 

: not accepted, the method terminates. Otherwise, at process block 984, the selected service 

provider engages in a Hve advice communication with the service seeker via the 
communications mediums, which are linked via, for example, the communications interface 
308 of the service provider system, as depicted in HGS. 1 and 2 A, 
[000130] Referring now to FIG. 35, FIG. 35 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 985 for connecting the requesting service seeker with the selected service 
provider of process block 978, as depicted in FIG, 32. At process block 986, it is 
determined whether a selected service provider receives an appointment notification during a 
Hve advice conmiunication with a current service seeker. When such is the case, at process 
block 987, it is determined whether the service provider accepts the appointment alert 
notification. 

[000131] In one embodiment, the system 100 will generate an audio signal to notify 
the speaker of the upcoming appointment. However, if the seeker declines a 
communications connection from tiie system 100, the system will terminate the appointment 
notification alert, and allow the speaker to continue with their current advice communication. 
Otherwise, a subsequent appointment notification alert is provided to the speaker. When 
appointment alert notification is accepted, at process block 988, the service provider will 
terminate the live advice communication with the current service seeker. Once terminated, at 
process block 989, the service provider engages in a live advice communication with the 
service seeker via the communications medium. 

[000132] Finally, referring to FIG. 36, FIG. 36 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 990 for connecting the requesting service seeker with the selected service 
provider of process block 978, as depicted in FIG. 32. At process block 992, it is 
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determined whether an appointment notification communication request is received from the 
service provider system 100 during a live advice communication with a current service 
seeker. When such is the case, at process block 994, it is determined whether the service 
provider declines the appointment request from the service provider system. When a 
request is decHned, at process block 996, it is determined whether the service seeker engages 
in a live advice communication with a system selected alternate service provider. When such 
is the case, at process block 998, the service seeker is compensated. In one embodiment, a 
predetermined amount is deducted from the selected service provider and compensating to 
the requesting service seeker for agreeing to engage in a live advice communication witii the 
alternate, system selected service provider. 

[000133] Accordingly, as described herein, the methods enable both service seekers 
and service providers to engage in live advice communications at a mutually agreed upon 
appointment time. This provides both service seekers and service providers with the 
flexibility to engage in live advice communications at mutually beneficial times. This 
appointment request option can overcome problems with extremely popular service 
providers which are in high demand from users of the service provider system. In addition, 
it enables service providers to engage interests in the various fields of service offered from 
the service provider system. Moreover, the methods ensure that service seekers will be able 
to communicate with selected service providers during situations where the service provider 
is unavailable at a time when a service seeker accesses the service provider system. Finally, 
the method provides a mechanism for penalizing service providers that fail to honor accepted 
appointments. 
Altemate Embodiments 

[000134] Several aspects of one implementation of the service provider system for 
providing appointment scheduling of live advice communications have been described. 
However, various implementations of the service provider system provide numerous features 
including, complementing, supplementing, and/or replacing the features described above. 
Features can be implemented as part of the online service provider system or as part of a 
client server system, Intranet, Extranet or a virtual private network in different 
implementations. In addition, the foregoing description, for purposes of explanation, used 
specific nomenclature to provide a thorough understanding of the invention. However, it 
will be apparent to one skilled in the art that the specific details are not required in order to 
practice the invention. 

[000135] In addition, although an embodiment described herein is directed to a service 
provider system, it will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that the teaching of the 
present invention can be applied to other systems. In fact, systems for providing a 
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requesting users with live information communications via telephone are within the 
teachings of the present invention, without departing from the scope and spirit of the present 
invention. The embodiments described above were chosen and described in order to best 
explain the principles of the invention and its practical applications. These embodiment 
were chosen to thereby enable others skilled in the art to best utilize the invention and 
various embodiments with various modifications as are suited to the particular use 
contemplated. 

[000136] It is to be understood that even though numerous characteristics and 
advantages of various embodiments of the present invention have been set forth in the 
foregoing description, together with details of the structure and function of various 
embodiments of the invention, this disclosure is illustrative only. In some cases, certain 
subassemblies are only described in detail with one such embodiment. Nevertheless, it is 
recognized and intended that such subassemblies may be used in other embodiments of the 
invention. Changes may be made in detail, especially matters of structure and management 
of parts within flie principles of the present invention to the full extent indicated by the broad 
general meaning of the terms in which the appended claims are expressed. 
[000137] The present invention provides many advantages over known techniques. 
Advantages of the invention include a service provider system, which enables customers to 
select an appointment time for engaging in a live advice communication with the selected 
service provider. This provides customers with the flexibility to schedule times that are 
mutually beneficial to both the service seeker and the selected service provider. As a result, 
in situations where a service provider is extremely popular, a service seeker can ensure that 
they will engage in a live advice conomunication with the service provider by scheduling an 
appointment in order to provide the service provider witii incentive for engaging in the 
appointment. Finally, the method provides a mechanism for penalizing service providers 
that fail to honor accepted appointments. 

[000138] Having disclosed exemplary embodiments and the best mode, modifications 
and variations may be made to the disclosed embodiments while remaining within the scope 
of the invention as defined by the following claims. 
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